In order for the debate to be broadly based and involve all citizens, a Forum will be opened for organisations representing civil society (the social partners, the business world, non-governmental organisations, academia, etc.). It will take the form of a structured network of organisations receiving regular information on the Convention's proceedings. Their contributions will serve as input into the debate. Such organisations may be heard or consulted on specific topics in accordance with arrangements to be established by the Presidium.
(Laeken Declaration)
The extent to which dominant frames 1 in the Convention's discourse operate to include or to marginalise civil society's perspectives, issues and actors will enable us to observe the distance existing between words and deeds on the part of the Convention. An analysis of the proceedings of consultation with civil society, the main demands of civil society, and the outcome of Convention deliberations may help to verify how successful the Convention was in reaching civil society, engaging in a real dialogue with it, and giving proper representation to its demands.
The chapter is divided in two parts. The first reflects on the Convention's discourse concerning civil society and the second explores the experience of the Forum. The argument developed is that the Convention's emphasis on civil society was a rhetorical device to gain legitimacy rather than a genuine move towards a more pluralistic EU democracy capable of complementing representative democracy through mechanisms of active participation of citizens and social actors in the policy-making process.
The discourse on civil society: dominant attitudes and frames
The first stage of the Convention's workings, that is the listening phase, placed from its beginnings a special emphasis on the need to hear the voices of civil society. The president, Giscard d'Estaing, opened the first substantive debate of the Convention claiming that 'the citizens of Europe felt that their voice was not being heard on the future of Europe and that the first phase of the Convention should therefore be a listening phase' (CONV 14/02: 1).
2 Convention members stressed not only the aspect of listening but also the need 'to take account of citizens' expectations and give citizens a greater say in and fuller scrutiny of European decision-making' (CONV 14/02: 4). In other introductory debates the members of the Convention welcomed it as a 'unique opportunity to bring European construction closer to the citizen' by establishing 'a genuine dialogue' with civil society, and leaving the listening activities of the Forum open throughout the whole of the Convention's proceedings (CONV 7/02: 3).
